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A date! 


“So here’s the thing. You know I like you. And what I need to know is who you prefer — me or you know who.” 


I stood at the gate in a daze as he walked away. I watched him walk away with a slight wistful smile on my face. He likes 
me! 


i a 


It's now sunday afternoon and Charlie still hasn't contacted me. No note left at the tree, no accidental meeting on the 
lane, no chance sighting at the barn even though I've been there all day. Even if he couldn't get there himself, couldn't he 
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get one of the other boys to do it for him? 


Is there something I'm supposed to be doing? 


On another note, the sheep still try to hide from me. 


a ed 


Everyone's running around like headless chickens as the Taming of the Tights extravaganza draws closer. On Thursday, 
we gathered in the dorms and nestled up together in Vaisey's bed to talk about boys. 


"[ really like Charlie, but I haven't seen him since Saturday, he hasn't even left a note," I said. 
"Really? How'd the date go that he hasn't even done that?" Jo asked. 
"Well-" I started to say, but then Flossie cut me off. 


"Charlie-farlie, my how you girls prattle on. I'm going to give that Seth boy a chance to make it up to me at the Taming 
of the Tights. Why, I feel downright mean and think he's done suffered enough without me," she drawled. 


"Ruby said he's been chatting to girls in the churchyard," I said. 
"He'll be trying to keep his spirits up," said Flossie. 


"Well, you did snog batboy in front of him and tear up the poster he gave you right in front of him," I replied, "and then 
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you didn't even meet up with him after the gig like you said you would," 
"| know, it's all going according to plan, isn't it?" Flossie smirked. 


.. What? 


i a 


The Dobbins have been preparing for the Taming of the Tights all week, and the nightmarish mess of the kitchen 
reflected that. Dibdobs and her foraging group have been making moss and mushroom tarts and freezing them for the past 
few days, and I've never seen so many conker bracelets or fir-cone earrings in one place. And she's moved on from knitting 
egg cosies to knitting animal onesies. As in, animal sized onesies, not onesies with animal print. Micky and Dicky the 
tortoises are wearing theirs. But not their mittens. So far Dibdobs hasn't managed to get them on their feet. 
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It's the Taming of the Tights eve and I'm a bit nervous. It's almost been a week and Charlie still hasn't gotten in touch 
with me at all. And then up at Dother Hall it's like being in a mad washing machine: girls racing about in costume, props 
being carted about, doors dropping off and so on. Practically everything is broken because Bob's been spending all his time 
rehearsing with the Iron Pies. The only constant has been Dr Lightowler getting madder and madder. 


I said to Vaisey, "Ooh, look, Dr Lightowler has made a nest in the dance studio," and she actually looked up to the 


rafters. 
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Dibdobs just came up to tell me the phone rang for me. It was dad. 
"Hey sweetie, it's been a while, hasn't it?" said dad. His voice over the phone was sort of crackly. 
"It-it has, hasn't it? How's your research going?" | asked. 


"It's been going very well actually, I'm going to be back in the UK in time for the school holidays. I was thinking of 


taking you on a camping trip," 
"Like we used to?" I said. | hope the poor connection masked the crack in my voice. 


"Exactly we used to, only Connor and your mum won't be there. I already asked your brother if he wanted to come but 


he said he was busy," 


"Ic'll be nice camping with just you and me," I said. No Connor to fart at me or stink up the tent? That already sounded 


better than being at home. "How are you planning to pick me up?" 
"L was thinking of picking you up from there, see what the local woods are like first, how does that sound?" 


"That sounds perfect!" If dad picks me up from here, I won't have to take the bus and potentially have to deal with Mrs 


Bottomley. That's always a good thing. I said my goodbyes and let him hang up. 
[had to separate out what I'd use camping from the rest of the stuff I'd be taking home so I didn't forget anyway. 


It was hard to get to sleep that night because | know Charlie will be there. And I don't know if | still want to see him. 


The Taming of the Tights 


It's finally here, the Taming of the Tights is on. The Woolfe boys have been setting up the woods for tonight. There are 
going to be lit up areas, a makeshift stage, and a bonfire with logs around it for seats. The Blind Pig is catering - pies, peas, 
and punch. Everything is due to start at six-thirty, when it's nice and dark. 


Bob has made fire torches to light people's way through the woods to the bonfire. 


Jo said she'd help make them. "I think if we call the fire brigade nice and early, perhaps about five forty-five, some of the 
forest can be saved." She clearly has a lot of faith in their combined fire safety skills. Not. 


In the dance studio at five, Monty gave us a pre-performance pep talk. He was very excited. 


"This is our chance to show our neighbours the magic of theatre. The marvellousness of music. And the beauty of dance. 
Sidone and I will do our wedding feast dance scene; the lovers united at last. And of course, we have a little surprise for 
you." He paused for dramatic effect. "Music galore! The iron pies. The Jones. Harold and his drumming group. This night 
will be unforgettable." 


We were all excited. Mostly. I was a teensy bit nervous to be seeing Charlie again. I've been thinking about it all week. 
Normally I can imagine everything; being a shrew, flouncy shirts, pantaloons, dogs smoking pipes. But when I think of 
being Charlie's girlfriend, all I can think of is the poor girl he left back home. 
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We got into our costumes up in the dorm. Flossie and Jo togged up in jesters costumes, Flossie juggling like she did with 
our tights and Jo bashing us with her rubber dumbbells, cackling like a madwoman all the while. I was wearing a floor- 
length purple velvet coat Dibdobs had loaned me and green tights. The coat had belonged to her great-grandmother, and 
had been well taken care of so it still felt lovely. 





Vaisey helped me with my Kate make-up. She lined my eyes with a sort of silvery-purple shade and told me it made my 


eyes look lovely. 
Even Lay, Dav, and Noos wafting about as the Biancas couldn't annoy me, though it got fairly close. 


When it was time to set off to the bonfire, | gave my Tree Sisters a big hug. I was still too nervous to say anything 
though, and I had no idea what I was going to say to Charlie when I saw him, because the only way I could avoid him was 


to avoid my friends. 


The stars came out early and it was like being in an enchanted forest. The woods were heaving with people, both young 
and old and even Mr Barraclough. The Iron Pies were there, decked out in long cloaks and their standard horned helmets. 
When we got to the clearing, Ruby came scampering up with Matilda trailing behind her. Wearing her dog-sized leather 
cap and a ra-ra skirt. Ruby was also wearing a leather cap and a ra-ra skirt, but in human girl size. 


She said "Ay up, Tree Sisters! There's some hot totty here tonight, and they'll be well impressed wi' me and Matilda's 
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backing dancing." 


More and more people rocked up, sitting on the logs and piling into the pies and peas and punch. Bob was on stage 


testing his drum kit. 
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I've never seen anyone wearing sunglasses at night in November before," I said. 
"Well you have now. Also, it's December," Flossie said. | knew I was forgetting something. 
Still no sign of Charlie in all this excitement. 
Then we heard the horns. 
The Woolfe boys came rollicking in like the wild animals they were. Hoppy was trying to keep order. 
"Boys, don't let yourselves down, you can do better than this... Boys. Did you take that from the kitchen supplies?" 


Phil snuck up on Jo and whispered, "It's a sausage guy fawkes, we raided the kitchens and made it out of three hundred 


pork sausages." 


It was magnificent and horrifying in its uncooked meaty glory. I solemnly saluted it, which made everyone else crack up. 
It felt good to have the whole gang here with the boys too. The only one missing was Charlie. And that might be a good 


thing because I still don't know what I'm going to say to him. 
I asked Phil where Charlie was and he said he was still at Woolfe when he left, 
"He was sorting out the fire buckets - we're the fire monitors. Hoppy said we need a more mature attitude to fire." 


"You're all about to set a massive sausage man on fire, I can see that," I said. Phil didn't have time to reply because Jo 
threw herself onto his back and made him giddy-up like a horsie. Then Vaisey said, "Oh, they're here!" 


Jack walked into the clearing carrying a tom-tom drum with Ruben by his side. 


"Vaisey, please for once will you not tell me about Jack's new sticks? I'm feeling a bit nervous," I asked, turning to face 


Vaisey. It had occurred to me that Charlie could leave me just as easily as he left the girl back home. 


"No, he's gone native tonight, he's stickless. He's going to use his hands, he's got lovely hands," she replied, her face 


flushing slightly. 


There was no sign of Seth or Cain, which may have disappointed Flossie but I was relieved by. I didn't want to think it 


would be like for Cain and Charlie to be in the same place after what happened last time. 


Where was Charlie? 


Was he having second thoughts about dating me? Did I care? 
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The festivities began with the lighting of the bonfire. As the flames built, Gudrun, in what looked like a knitted elf 
costume, was dithering about on the stage above the audience, shouting to try and be heard above the din. 


"Erm, could you all... Would you all very much mind | don't think putting the sausage man on the bonfire is very 


" 


sensible... Boys! Oh dear. Anyway... 1... 
Eventually Mr Barraclough stood up with a pie in each hand and shouted til everyone shut up. 


Gudrun cleared her throat to pull attention back to her, and said, "Yes, yes, thank you... Now, I proudly present our 
inspirational headmistress Ms Sidone Beaver as Petruchio and our revered theatrical tutor Monty de Courcy as Kate, in our 
own Dother Hall version of the war of the sexes in... The Taming of the Tights!" 


The Iron Pies played a few riffs from The Long and Winding Road as Sidone and Monty entered the clearing to people 
shouting and whistling. Sidone was wearing a small fake beard with her flouncy shirt and breeches, and Monty was wearing 
a curly wig and a crinoline. They hid behind different trees and began the wedding feast speeches from The Taming of the 
Shrew. We felt the love immediately. 


Sidone as Petruchio grabbed Monty as Kate around the waist and held him tight against her beflounced chest. 


One of the village lads yelled out "You lucky, lucky man! She's GORGEOUS!"Monty fluttered his fan against his face at 
that. 


At the end of the wedding scene, Sidone trapped Monty against Bob's drum kit on the stage in their final embrace, to 
the audience's cheering and whistling. Bob was not so impressed and leaped out to protect his kit. 
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The lads from The Blind Pig practically fell over they were laughing so hard. Sidone and Monty bowed for about ten 
minutes as they kept laughing. 


Then Ruben and Jack joined in for tights-themed covers of James Bond songs. 
Where was Seth? Where was Cain? 
.. Why hasn't Charlie shown up yet? 


I hope they haven't bumped into each other on their way here. I was distracted watching Ruby move Matilda's paws 
around to the rhythm as their backing dance. The ra-ra skirts and caps really completed the look. 


Then there was a fashion show of the Foraging Club's day to evening wear made of things found in the woods, followed 
by a leaf-hat parade modelled by the Little Foragers’ Club and a range of fir-cone earrings and conker wear modelled. by 
Dibdobs and the Blubberhouses Pole Dance For Fun society. Harold made a guest appearance in very fragile moss trousers. 
I don't think they'll be on at the end of the night. 
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In between acts, Flossie and Jo entertained the crowd as jesters with random acts of violence and tights juggling. Jo 
caught Mr Legge a glancing blow with her dumbbells, knocking him into the sheep-poo sculptures. 


Then it was time for Vaisey and I to do our rap battle. 


I don't need to bore you with the details. 


Vaisey slapped me in the face so hard I have a bruise though. And my Irish dancing at the end was cheered! We had to 


take three bows, everyone was jumping and cheering so much. 


Blaise was bouncing in place she was that thrilled, and Sidone said to me as I came off stage "Being funny is the hardest 
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thing. I've always said there's something unusual about you, Tallulah." 
I made it! I'm a star! I'm... 


Seth stepped out of the trees and into the light, heading straight for Flossie and Ben. Time for me to disappear. Or not. 
Seth tapped Ben on the shoulder, handed him ten pence, and told him to go get a sausage. And then he got a hold of Flossie 
and snogged her so hard the little bells on her jesters hat started ringing. The sports master from Woolfe went over to 
break them up but Seth just got another ten pence out of his pocket. "Get yourself a sausage as well, little lad." 


Amazing. 
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The Bottomley Sisters turned up and evilled me as they headed to get pies. 
And then Cain appeared. He winked at me. The nerve of him! 
Beverley turned back to talk to him, but ran crying into the woods after a minute. 


Jack and Ruben started playing I’m your darkest nightmare but it's me you want on stage, and Seth grabbed his guitar to 
join the rhythm. Bob handed Cain the microphone and I walked off. | didn't want to hear this song while I was so confused 


about Charlie... 
Speak of the devil and he shall appear. There was Charlie. 
He said, "Hello, Tallulah." 
I said, "Hi." 
He didn't seem to notice how tense I was because he just continued on. 


"This is nice, just you, me, and your knees." | just sort of shrugged at him in reply. I thought of the poor girl he left back 
home, and wondered if he told her exactly why he was leaving her. | wondered if he'd do the same to me one day. 


"Listen, Charlie, I don't think this is going to work out," I started to say but he cut me off. 
"What? Why? Is this because of Cain?" He said. 


"This has nothing to do with him. I just... can't stop thinking about your ex girlfriend. | didn't even know she existed 
until after the first time you kissed me and don't blame me for that, it was you." I said. 


"| broke up with her for you!" he shouted. 


"[ never asked you to. | was okay with just being your friend. And now I can't help thinking about how easy it was for 


you. And that you could do it to me too." I replied. 
"You seemed perfectly happy on our date for a girl so stressed about my ex," he said. He was glaring at me now. 


"| was just happy someone was interested in me. I didn't start thinking about what it meant until you gave me an 
ultimatum and then didn't even get a note to me the day after. And really, in the end I just wanted to know why you kept 
saying that going on the triple date was stupid, because I thought it was because liking me was stupid." 


The people around us were staring at us now. I had missed something on stage obviously because the owlets swooped on 


and caught something, shrews probably, and about half the crowd clapped. 
Then the sausage man exploded. 
Sausages everywhere. Everyone rushed to see what was happening, including the boys and the Tree Sisters. 


I heard Cain's voice behind me. "All right, lanky lass, enjoy the show?" 


I turned around. "I honestly wasn't paying attention. I only caught the end, where you made a spectacle out of the food 


chain. There was nothing fantastic about owls eating their dinner, or the shrews dying for it." 


He looked shocked for a moment but quickly recovered. "I saw you were arguing with the garyboy, trouble in paradise?" 


He smirked. 


"He wanted me to choose between you and him, like that was all I could do. He told me he broke up with his girlfriend, 
who he's known since childhood, to be with me, and if he's known her that long and it was still that easy, how long would it 


take him to get over me?" I replied. 


"So the poor bloke broke up with his girlfriend to be with you, and y'still chose me? Awful cruel of you, that is," he said. 


He raised a hand up to gently cup my face. 


"| chose myself, really. But... | do want to be your friend. For now. | think you're funny but I also don't want to get shot, 
you know?" I said. I gently took his face into my hands and kissed him on the cheek. "If you see the girls, can you tell them I 


headed back up to school early?" 


"Aye, I'll tell'em for ye." He said. He looked a little lost, and there was a slightly pink mark on his cheek from my 
lipgloss. | wiped it away and headed back up to Dother hall to wait. 
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I missed Dr Lightowler's cloak being set on fire by a flaming sausage. If anything would make me regret heading back 


early, it's that. 
Flossie asked, "What happened that you headed back so early anyway?" 


" got into a big argument with Charlie after | walked off during the Jones' set. | didn't want to run into him again so I 


just came back here." I replied. 


Vaisey asked if it had anything to do with Cain. "He looked lost when he told us you'd gone back, and we were lost as to 


why he was the one telling us." 


I curled up a little tighter on Vaisey's bed and recounted the argument to the girls. | felt a bit lighter with it all off of my 


chest, and I'd come to a realisation. 


"[ think I only wanted a boyfriend because all of you had a boyfriend, and I got lonely when you were talking to them. 


Charlie was pretty and a member of the same friend group so it felt right, at first. "I said. 
Charl ry and ber of th friend felt right, at first. "I said 
Flossie said, "That still doesn't explain the Cain thing." 


I shrugged. "He showed up after everyone went to investigate the exploding sausage man. We talked a little, and I told 


him I was going to look out for myself and just not date." [ didn't mention that I'd kissed him on the cheek. 
That was a little too emotionally tender for me. 


I said, "Enough about me, how did everything go for you lot?" 


Flossie had apparently snogged Seth a lot. Jo and Phil also spent the whole night snogging, while Vaisey mostly just held 
hands with Jack because he was busy with his drumming. They did get to snog once the show was over, though. 


The night had gone well for everyone's love-lives but mine. 


And I was happy with that. 
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Later that night, when I was finishing up packing for camp, I heard a scribbling at the window. It was the owlets! Just 
sitting there. Looking at me. I loved them, but I had to let them be. Making them out to be something they're not would 


only hurt them in the long run. 


Dad would love to hear about them though. 


Off to Camp 


Dad called again last night to tell me the plans. We were going up to the Gordale Scar, which was about half an hour away 
from Heckmondwhite. We were going to stay there for a week, and Mum will be coming to pick me up next Friday so dad 


wouldn't run into Grandma. 


I got togged up in my hardiest jeans and a plain t-shirt under a jumper I don't mind getting dirty, as well as my sturdiest 
boots. With my hair pulled back in a tight braid so it didn't get in the way I felt too boyish, so I quickly applied eyeliner and a 
little blusher and lipstick. 


There, that feels better. A little more me. I put some hairpins in my pocket in case I had to pull my braid into a bun, and the 


pocketknife I'd kept from the note I will not mention, then I was as ready as I could be. 
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Dad's car was outside The Blind Pig. I haven't seen him in person in over a year. 
And I'd already agreed to go camping for a week. Oh god. 


When I opened the door the pub was full of laughter. Dad had clearly made friends again the moment he stepped in. There he 
was, sitting at the bar, telling jokes to Mr Barraclough and... Mr Hinchcliff. I hope he doesn't recognise me, given the whole Cain 
and Beverly thing. 


I was more nervous walking up to the bar to see dad here and now than I was when I first stepped on stage. And it wasn't 


because of Mr Hinchcliff, however intimidating the man may be. 
I reminded myself of my northern grit and said, "Hi, dad." 
He turned around on the bar stool and his entire face lit up. 


"Lullah! C’'mere, give yer da a hug," he said, standing up and spreading his arms. When | hugged him I noticed that he wasn't 
that much taller than me anymore. He noticed too. 


"Look at how you've grown! You'll be taller'n me before the year's out, I reckon," he said. 
"Maybe by the end of the trip," I replied. He laughed at that and said, "Maybe you will, we'll see come Christmas, won't we?" 


IT had forgotten about Christmas. That will be a disaster and a half: My face must have shown something about my thoughts 
because Mr Hinchcliff cracked up laughing. 


"Not looking forward to it?" Dad asked. 


I said, "Connor's just going to be weird about you and mum being in the same place if he ends up coming." He still wanted 


them to get back together, but that's not going to happen. | didn't want to talk about it anymore so | changed the subject. 


"You wanted to look around the local woods before we left, right? I think there might still be a Barn Ow] nest in the barn out 
the back actually," I said. Little Lullah and Little Ruby might not be in it anymore, but there will be feathers if it's still there. 
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The nest was still there, with Connie in it so we were quiet as we left the barn. Dad told me that Barn Owls return to the 
same site year after year, and use the nest for roosting. They also mate for life, so the fact that there was only Connie meant that 


her mate had likely died. That was sort of depressing to hear. 


Dad did however find it funny that Connie shared a name with his sister. He was chuckling about it as we walked up the back 


path. 
He said, "Did you name the owlets Georgia and Libby?" 


"I'm not the one who named them, that was all Ruby. She named one Little Ruby and the one with gangly legs Little Lullah," I 


said. That just made him crack up more. 


We didn't manage to find any particularly interesting animals or bugs on our little jaunt, but I did find a feather that 


probably belonged to one of the owlets. I taped it into my diary on the page where I first mentioned them leaving the nest. 
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When we got back to Shell Cottage the Dobbins were in. I'd told Dad that they did a lot of foraging, so he talked to them for 


a bit while I did some last minute bag organising. 


Once I was finished I came back downstairs and said, "I'm going to go put my bags in the car now, I've got everything." 
Dibdobs gave me one last hug before I walked out the door, and Dad handed Mr Dobbins a business card and said he'd love to 


hear about the local foraging group's finds. 
ging group 


When we got to the car Dad told me to open the glovebox. There was a wrapped box in there with a tag that had my name on 
it. 


"Your mum and I have been talking, and with this camping trip I wanted you to be able to contact me if you got in trouble. It 
might be too late to get your friends’ numbers, but I've already put mine, your mother's, and your cousin's in for you," he said. 
Did he really get me a phone? | tore the wrapping paper away to reveal... yes! A phone! I put it down in my lap and hugged dad 
as tightly as I could with the centre console between us. Dad started the car as I opened up the box. The tape was already cut 
through from dad opening it to put the numbers in so I didn't have to spend ages scrabbling at it. 


Or I could have used the pocketknife, I guess. 
Anyway. 


I turned the phone on and put in Vaisey's number. She'd given it to me a while ago so I could use the landline to call her over 
the holidays. I sent a quick text saying it was me, asked if she could send me the other tree sisters! numbers, and then changed my 
ringtone and notification sound before turning it back off: There was a protective case too, "We're going to the Gordale Scar, I 
want it to be as protected as possible," and a spare screen protector. I put it in the case and then slipped it into the pocket that 
didn't have sharp objects. 


I spent the rest of the car trip sketching Connie the owl. Not my aunt. 


I hope Connie's mate got a peaceful death. 





We set up camp at the designated camping spot. I was out of practice setting up the tent, but I got there eventually. Dad had 
brought separate gear for us both, so I had my own tent and camp bedding. The cot was slightly easier to set up than the tent, 
but not by much. The sleeping bag however was very easy to understand. Also very thick and warm, with a hood so you didn't 
need to pack a pillow. 


There was also a massive water bottle in with the stuff he'd brought along for me, and a canister of trail mix. We filled up our 
drink bottles at the taps by the campsite and got ready to make the trip up to the scar. 
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The Gordale Scar is like an unfathomably large wound cut into the limestone over centuries. The cliffs tower over a hundred 


metres high. It made you feel small, in an oddly reassuring way. Like your problems didn't matter in the grand scheme of things. 


I was glad I'd brought my diary and pencil case along in my bag so I could draw it while I was there. I did my best, but I 
couldn't quite capture the beauty of it with only pencil and pastel. 





The surrounding area was beautiful too, cast in the dim light of an overcast winter day. | found a relatively flat face of rock to 


and taped it into my diary to keep it secure. 


do a rubbing of on a sticky note, 


Dad pointed out a cave spider up underneath one of the overhangs. I did my best to draw that too. 








Eventually we hiked up to Malham Cove. It looked stunning in the wintery light, despite the lack of leaves on the trees. There 


were a few signs with pictures of the local plants on them, not that we could find any mid-December. I quickly sketched the 
scene from the bottom of the cliff. I found a patch of Clubmoss doing its best to cling to life in the winter weather. The spikes 
and little balls were repetitive and calming to sketch. It's peaceful, going out into nature and drawing. 
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I think part of me really missed this, I was just so focused on making friends I ignored it. The girls at my old school used to 
tease me about it too. Eleven year olds will rip into you for anything if they think it's odd. 


At Dother Hall we're all odd in our own ways. Jo's obsessed with seeming strong, Flossie affects a Texan accent, Milly and 
Tilly act like they're twins despite their obvious differences... Vaisey seems perfectly well adjusted, which is odd in its normalcy 


amongst a sea of weirdoes. 


Maybe I can make something of this for school. 


Back to Civilisation 


We spent the whole week like that, hiking around the local areas and looking at whatever was still around at this time of year. 
Not much, to be honest, but it was still nice to be out and about with no destination in mind, except for the campsite on the way 
back. Soon enough it was Friday, Christmas Day, and mum was on her way. She'd stayed at an inn nearby last night so she 


wouldn't have to make the seven hour journey twice in one day. 
Connor had chosen to stay back with Grandma. He is a bit of a Grandma's boy really. She's always favoured him. 


Taking the tent and the cot down were easier than putting them up. Putting the sleeping bag back however was much harder. 





Like squeezing toothpaste back into the tube almost. Eventually my half of the campsite was packed up. Dad was going to stay 
another night before heading to Georgia's place and spending some time there. I'd texted her a couple times over the week and 
found out she was on the outs with her boyfriend Dave at the moment. She even called me once or twice, and I listened to her 


complain about him for about halfan hour each time. It was the least I could do after all the advice she gave me. 


I'd chatted to the tree sisters a couple times too, mostly through a group chat. Flossie immediately made me regret sharing a 


photo of my dad in ways I will not describe. 


Mostly I just used the phone to take photos. I'll ask mum if I can print some of them out to stick in my diary when we get 


home. 
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Mum showed up not long after I was finished packing and caught up with dad while I put all my stuff in the car. | packed the 


camping gear too. Maybe I'll go camping on my own at home, or even in the woods around Heckmondwhite. 


Maybe not Heckmondwhite, actually. The tent and sleeping bag would take up too much space for me to take them on the 


bus. Especially if Mrs Bottomley is driving. 


I wish there was a way I could get into Heckmondwhite without risking being driven by her. The other bus driver may be 
slightly mad but at least he doesn't have it out for me like she does. I suppose I could walk the five miles, I did technically walk 
more than that heading up to Malham Cove and back, but after a thirteen and a half hour trip? With all my bags? Avoiding Mrs 


Bottomley isn't worth that much effort. 


I finished putting my things in the boot and sat down near mum and dad to tape down the things I'd collected in my diary. 
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They were reminiscing about a trip we'd all taken as a family, Connor included. 
Mum said, "Connor must've gotten stuck in trees about four times that trip. He certainly didn't get that from me." 


Dad said, "The climbing may be on me, but Connor getting stuck was all you. And it was five times actually, he tried climbing 


up after Tallulah while you were having a nap the day before we left." 


This was before the divorce, when Connor and I still got along as well as five and seven year olds can. I don't know how they 
managed to wrangle us because we were feral as kids. I don't think we'll ever be able to go back to that. Connor's too much of a 


prick these days with the rubbish grandma's filled his head with. 


um continued on, and said en I moved back to my mother's house | told the kids we couldn't go camping again unti 
M , and said "When I dk r her's | I told the kid Idn't g ping ag l 
Lullah was big enough to get Connor down, because there was no way I'd go up a tree after him myself." That set dad off cackling 


again, and it must have reminded him of the conversation we had in The Blind Pig because he made me stand up. 


e said think ‘a ulah might have outgrown me you wouldnt happen to still carry a tape measure around would you? 
He said, "I think Tallulah might | g . Idn't hapr Il carry a tap 4 would you?" 











which set mum off giggling and rummaging through her bag. She pulled out a weird looking wooden thing that I think may be 
used to make net, a tobacco tin that rattled for some reason, and finally a beat-up looking tape measure before patting her 


pockets and grabbing a black marker. 


<= C io 
oc 


"Alright, shoes off the both of you so I can get an accurate measurement," she demanded. I grudgingly complied and stood on 


the cold grass in my socks. Then she tucked the clip of the tape measure under my heel and reeled it out. 


"Could you stand up a little straighter love?" mum asked and put her hand on my shoulder. At least I was still definitely 
shorter than her. I straightened up and mum rested the wooden thing on my head so she could get an accurate line on the tape 
measure. She hmm'd, and then did the same to dad. Then she flicked the switch to reel the tape back in and said, 
"Congratulations Lullah, you've outgrown your dad by about half an inch. Two and a half more and you'll have outgrown me, 


too!" 
Great. 
Maybe I'm already as tall as I'll ever be? 
Probably not. 


I think I can actually feel my shins aching already. 


a ed 


Mum and I said goodbye to dad and got in the car. There was a package wrapped in hand-painted paper sitting on the centre 
console that mum handed to dad and said, "Merry Christmas!" before she buckled herself in. I quickly said "Merry Christmas," 


too and busied myself with my diary. 


So far it's been the calmest Christmas I've had in years, but we still have to get home to Connor and grandma. I just know 
Connor's going to be snippy about it being a family holiday that should be spent with the whole family, but grandma... | don't 


know if she'll be lucid enough to be snippy about family or if she'll be having a bad day like she was when I left for school. 
I don't know which I'd hate more. 


The radio came on as soon as mum started the car, blasting a ed mix she'd made for car trips before I was born. She sang along 
to it as she pulled away from the campsite. Once we were a decent way into the trip she stopped singing and started asking me 
about school. I told her that my friends were good, we missed Honey who'd made it to Hollywood, most of my teachers liked me 


and thought I was funny, but one hated me for some reason. 


I said, "I don't know why she started hating me, she just did. Maybe I poked a little fun at her, but that was only after she 
snapped at me for no reason. | can't help that I'm clumsy, it feels like every time I get used to where my limbs end they grow 


again." 


Mum put a hand on my arm without taking her eyes off the road and said, "Sometimes you just have teachers like that, who'd 
be better off as college professors because they can't seem to fathom that teenagers are still growing both physically and 
mentally." I didn't really have anything to say after that, so I just turned back to my diary and started sketching. I started with 
Dog. 





He's easy enough to draw, just a plain black shaggy mutt, with a tendency to jump up on people and put his paws on their 
chest. The last time he did that Cain said... 


Wait. 
Did he really have the gall to say that? Right in front of me? 


Thad to tell Georgia. 


GEORGIA 






| FIGURED OUT WHAT NUMBER 
NOSE LICKING IS 
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IT'S VIRTUAL NUMBER 8 
how do you get imaginary nunga 
fondling from a nose lick??? 
alme lorem le lanlel-comeleme)smanl— 
and put its paws on my corkers 
must be a big dog @ 
al=m-t- |e Mme (o)ammelomtal-|melelen 
remember what | told you last 
time" 
lalem Melle 
| remembered what he said last 
time 


“Never just jump up on a lady, you 


must always give her face a quick 
lick first,” 








The nerve of that boy. 


a ed 


We stopped twice on the way home for petrol and food. Otherwise it was just me, mum, and whatever music she had in the 
CD stack. Lots of Billy Idol mostly, but there was some Kate Bush in there too, and a couple other bands from the eighties and 


nineties. Eventually we got home, just in time for dinner. 
It wasn't much. 


Mum and I had been in the car all day so we hadn't cooked, grandma was having one of her bad days and couldn't be trusted 
at the stove, and Connor just couldn't do much in the kitchen. Mum had actually prepared a roast the day before and put it in 
the fridge, but grandma had served it up for herself and Connor last night. 


So we had some sizzle steaks and oven chips with packet gravy for Christmas dinner. 
Very festive. 


After dinner mum gave us our gifts. Connor tore the hand painted paper to find a new video game he'd been talking about 
and black strings for the bass he hasn't told mum he doesn't play anymore. I got a couple rolls of decorative paper tape and a 
book on writing. Grandma gave us our cards next, with fifty pounds tucked inside Connor's and a tenner in mine. 


Three guesses as to who her favourite is. 


I smiled politely and thanked her before going up to my room. Mum stopped me on the way up. In a hushed voice, she said, "I 
left you another gift on your bed because I knew your gran would play favourites. Don't let your brother know, okay?" I nodded 


and hurried up to my room. 


it 


You mentioned trying 
¥o write your own 
Stories so I thought 
gok'd like this 





The gift was a bundle of books. There were little sticky notes in all of them, and when I looked in the writing one I opened 
downstairs it had a note too. The biggest one was a make-up book from the 80s, but there was also a diary and a few second-hand 
romance novels with spooky castles on their covers. I set aside the one with the castle on the seaside cliff to read later and put 
the others in my bookcase. The notes were spread over my bed, each one a little sign that mum had put actual thought into this 


year's gifts. 
I still don't know why she thought I'd like a coconut handbag. 
Anyway. 


The make-up book may have been in date when she had a copy but anything in it is probably decades out of style now. Maybe 
there'll be something I can get out of it anyway. 


The diary, though, was a beautiful thing in tooled black leather. It closed with a little latch that had a hole for a padlock, not 
that it currently had one. I think I have one that might fit laying around somewhere. I'm not sure what I'll put in it yet. It has to 
be something really special, worthy of the diary's pages. 


I don't want to mess it up. Maybe I can copy things I've already written into it? 


Draft them on lined paper or a less fancy diary, and then copy the final, polished piece into the good diary. That sounds good. 


I'll look through the writing book later and maybe rework one of my short stories to go in it. 


For now, though, I have to finish unpacking. 


i 


The days following Christmas were uneventful. 


Grandma had a streak of lucidity and needled mum about dad, and then went back to fragility. Connor liked his new game, 
but there was a noticeable lack of bass playing. 


I would know, our rooms were next to each other. 


Maybe at half-term I'll ask mum if I can have it since he doesn't use it, that seems like enough time to wait since she got him 
new strings for it. Who knows, bass playing might suit me. He only got it because he fancied one of the girls who hangs out at 
the music shop anyway. He dropped it when he realised her "best friend" was actually her girlfriend. The girls were cute together 
though. More spooky than cute, really, with the amount of black hair dye and ripped fishnets they had going on, but definitely 
sweeter than if it had been Connor. 


Enough about my brother's lack of a love life, it was almost time to leave again. I packed all the books mum gave me except 
the diary. The romance novels turned out to be really intriguing. | hadn't expected it to be the maid after all that, but with all the 
backstory we got for her it fit perfectly. No naughty bits in any of the novels though. Apparently Gothic Romances were more 
about the mystery and scandal than the intimate details. 


Mum had taken me makeup shopping too, so I had more than my Barely Pink lipstick and didn't have to borrow from Vaisey 
or Flossie anymore. Mum said that with our colouring she'd always liked to be a little dramatic with lipstick, but I wasn't 
comfortable going for the dark plums and burgundies she favoured yet. I got a sort of mauvey colour instead, and a little smokey 
lilac eyeshadow palette to go with it. 


Despite the let-down of Christmas, I think these holidays went well. I feel like I got in touch with who I am when I'm not 
trying to fit in or melt away. And the notes... it felt like mum actually connected with me for once, instead of steamrolling and 


mentally scarring me. 


T can't wait to talk to the girls when we all go back. 


